Abstract: The Africa rising narrative has since 2000 been used to propagate and reinforce the idea that Africa is experiencing a renaissance as a consequence of increased economic growth, political pluralism and liberal democracy. Although some counties have experienced positive change, the validity or veracity of the idea is now questionable given recent events across the continent -from Libya to South Africa, South Sudan to Kenya, Somalia, Ethiopia, Nigeria, Mali to the Democratic Republic of Congo, and otherspaint a bleak picture of the continent with rising levels of poverty, corruption, conflict and civil war among other challenges. This article problematizes the concept of Africa rising, and argues that although Africa has experienced positive economic and political developments, the renaissance narrative has been used to propagate a myth that is meaningless to a majority of Africans.
Introduction
On March 21, 2018, 44 African countries signed a trade pact that would ostensibly have huge business, economic, political and social implications across the continent. The African Continental Free Trade Area (CFTA) will reportedly create a $3 trillion continental free-trade zone encompassing 1.2 billion people by removing barriers to trade, like tariffs and import quotas, and allowing a free flow of goods and services between its members. "This is a historic pact which has been nearly 40 years in the making, and it represents a major advance for African integration and unity," said Paul Kagame, the President of Rwanda and new Chairperson of the African Union (AU) at an extraordinary summit of the Union in his country's capital Kigali. This was echoed by Moussa Faki Mahamat, Chairperson of the African Union Commission who opined during the opening of the signing ceremony of the meeting that "our peoples, our business community and our youth, in particular, cannot wait any longer to see the lifting of the barriers that divide our continent, hinder its economic take-off and perpetuate misery, even though Africa is abundantly endowed with wealth."
The optimism was, however, tempered with some skepticism from Africa's two biggest economies, Nigeria and South Africa, which did not sign up. Nigeria's President Muhammadu Buhari said in a series of tweets that his country was still consulting to "ensure that all concerns are respectfully addressed". Two tweets read: "Nigeria fully recognizes and appreciates the efforts of the African Union Commission so far, regarding the implementation of a sustainable Continental Free Trade Agreement (CFTA) for Africa. We also acknowledge that our continental aspirations must complement our national interests". In the second tweet he said: "As Africa's largest economy and most populous country, we are committed to ensuring that all trade agreements we sign are beneficial to the long-term prosperity of the continent.
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We are therefore widening and deepening domestic consultations on the CFTA, to ensure that all concerns are respectfully addressed. Any African free trade agreement must fairly and equitably represent the interest of Nigeria, and indeed, her African brothers and sisters".
Despite the fact that Nigeria and South Africa did not sign up and there are fears that this could diminish CFTA's impact, there are suggestions that the initiative is a game changer that would enhance the idea of African Renaissance and promote the Africa rising narrative. Such optimism is, however, often tempered by serious pessimism about the practicalities of some initiatives in a continent plagued by numerous challenges occasioned by such issues as conflict, poor political and economic governance, corruption, lack of accountability and transparency in the management of state and government affairs, and poverty. This conclusion is partly borne out by President Buhari's tweets, in addition to recent events, which denote some reluctance, pessimism and even resistance to continent-wide initiatives meant to promote development across Africa. Conflicts in South Sudan, Libya, Somalia, human rights abuses in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Ethiopia, Burundi, corruption in South Africa, Zimbabwe, Kenya, Malawi and other countries paint a picture of failure. Granted, some countries, like Rwanda, have emerged out of the ashes to become stable and successful. Such conflicting observations point to the fact that Africa is not homogenous and that there is need to reexamine some of the conclusions often bandied about the continent some of whose countries often move from economic growth and development, stability to underdevelopment, misery, famine, poverty and hopelessness.
While this article does not pander to either optimism or pessimism regarding development initiatives, and optimistic narratives couched in such labels as Africa rising and Africa Renaissance, it argues that it is imperative to consider the realities in the continent before propagating or advancing some 'meaningless' labels and myths. The Economist, however, changed tune in December 2011 with a cover title 'Africa rising', predicating that the continent was ready for takeoff because of rapid economic growth, rising incomes and an emerging middle class, and improved 'accountable'
and 'progressive' political and economic governance. In its leaders section, the magazine argued that Africa's growth rate was impressive because of numerous factors, including rising global commodity prices, manufacturing and service economies. 4 "Over the past decade six of the world's ten fastest-growing countries were African. In eight of the past ten years, Africa has grown faster than East Asia, including Japan. Even allowing for the knock-on effect of the northern hemisphere's slowdown, the IMF expects Africa to grow by 6% this year and nearly 6% in 2012, about the same as Asia," The Economist wrote. According to statistics from UN Women, six other African countries ranked highly in terms of the percentage of women in their parliaments. Senegal, South Africa, Namibia, Mozambique, Ethiopia and Angola were ranked 7, 9, 12, 13, 17 and 19 respectively. 6 However, since the term Africa rising first gained popularity, it has been used and misused and become a cliché of sorts. Given the development differentials across the continent, from relatively stable economic and democratic environments in some countries, to fluid and conflicting situations, Africa is full of contradictions.
Reality versus fallacy
The Africa rising narrative has recently become problematic for various reasons, and some have started question the accuracy of the label. Even the most optimistic Africanist scholars now doubt the veracity of the term. Cramer and Chang have, for example, pointed out that "the African growth tragedy and the more recent narrative of Africa rising are both unwarranted, preventing a more realistic approach to understanding the challenges and prospects of long-term economic development in the continent." 7 This view is supported by Ian Taylor who argues that "given the weak levels of diversification and strong concentrations in specific export sectors, it is remarkable that a narrative has been but that claims that Africa is 'rising' in the absence of any indication of widening domestic manufacturing based or actual industrialization". growth has cooled, this optimistic narrative has taken a hit. Some analysts are now questioning how profound the growth actually was. No place exposes the cracks in the "Africa rising" narrative better than Ethiopia, which had been one of the fastest risers. Ethiopia is now in flames. Hundreds have been killed during protests that have convulsed the country. 10 Yet despite conclusions that Ethiopia is in 'flames', it has been used to illustrate the African rising narrative. Reports indicate that it has one of the best performing economies in Africa, with a double-digit growth rate, averaging 10 Group, 2018) . With a population of over 100 million, Ethiopia has a large number of people below the poverty line, and millions still rely on food aid for their survival. The examples above are sometimes dismissed by African optimists and leaders who see Western media as part of a conspiracy that hardly sees anything positive out of Africa. Yet as evidence points out above, the suffering experienced as a consequence of conflict and civil war, poverty and corruption, misrule and autocracy in parts of Africa tells a negative story of the continent that cannot be rising.
While it is acknowledged that the quality of life and standards of living has improved for many in the last two decades, there are contradicting images of the continent that partly reinforce notions that the narrative is either problematic or indeed dead. These conclusions are based on recent developments in the continent that on the whole paint a glim picture of Africa.
Besides, as debates rage on the meanings of such developments, argument suggest that the rates of development in Africa are a consequence global trends or developments. For example, arguments suggest that the impressive economic development rates in Africa are a consequence of the growth in manufacturing and service economies 20 and "commodity price boom that was unprecedented in its magnitude and duration. The real prices of energy and metals more than doubled in five years from 2003 to 2008, while the real price of food commodities increased 75%". 21 The price boom was thus partly natural given the new trading geographies and the emergence of 'non-traditional' actors in Africa 22 which might be difficult to keep up if the demand for commodities drops. Thus while Africa has seen a rise in living standards, what Taylor (2014) suggests is that this was expected, and was not a result of new strategies or thinking from African countries, governments, political leaders or economists. 23 Besides, do increasing GDPs rate translate to real monetary gains for the ordinary people. According to the World Bank, for example, "half of the extreme poor people in the world live in Sub-Saharan Africa … with 389 million people living on less than US$1.90 a day in 2013, more than all the other regions combined". 24 (World Bank Group, 2018). The grim picture was exacerbated by another which indicates that nearly half of all children in sub-Saharan Africa live in extreme poverty. 25 The consequences of such poverty are huge, including for example, stunted development, limited future productivity as adults, and intergenerational transmission of poverty. Wadongo suggests that "Just because some African economies are recording annual growth rates of more than 6 % does not mean that the lives of average citizens are necessarily improving apace; wealth disparity is rising even faster". 29 Accordingly, it is imperative to evaluate African economies individually, on country-specific fundamentals. In other words, as Coulibaly correctly points out, ""Africa rising" does not mean "all" African countries are rising" 30 and thus the need to critically reevaluate the basis upon which some of the fallacious arguments and conclusions are based. As The Economist warned in 2011:
Optimism about Africa needs to be taken in fairly small doses, for things are still exceedingly bleak in much of the continent. Most Africans live on less than two dollars a day. Food production per person has slumped since independence in the 1960s. The average lifespan in some countries is under 50. Drought and famine persist. The climate is worsening, with deforestation and desertification still on the march. Some countries praised for their breakneck economic growth, such as Angola and Equatorial Guinea, are oil-sodden kleptocracies. Some that have begun to get economic development right, such as Rwanda and Ethiopia, have become politically noxious. Congo, now undergoing a shoddy election, still looks barely governable and hideously corrupt. Zimbabwe is a scar on the conscience of the rest of southern Africa. 31 Although the article is years old, it reflects the goings-on in some parts of the continent that seem to reinforce the skeptics position that the Africa rising narrative is an dead in the face of the political and economic plaguing the continent.
Media complicity
In 2016, Lily Kuo argued that the African rising narrative was a myth and marketing gimmick and strategy meant to "widen the investment appeal of another swathe of emerging markets". 32 This argument would seem to support the notions of Africa being the new frontier for both investment and exploitation and thus the need to develop new strategies such as CFTA to potentiate its place in a globalized world.
Questions thus abound about the veracity of the Africa rising narrative, and the role of the media in popularizing the narrative. Is the media competent in determining and critically interrogating issues relating to development, and does it offer evidence to support reports and conclusions supporting claims of Africa rising? Is the media advancing particular agendas and ideologies based on real reality of assumed realities pushed by certain actors and sources? Is the media capable of offering coherent and logical explanations for its conclusions?
That the media has always been complicit in political agendas is not in doubt. While there is some truth that the media is a critical actor in development 33 and provides the important information and platform for sharing information, discussions and contributes to the aggregation and formation of public opinion, 34 debates abound on whether the media is trustworthy in an era when their The media's role in Africa has largely been to report 'accurately', often without critically interrogating the information and statistics, and problematizing the issue. Because of this, the notion of African rising has been unquestioningly accepted. For example, as indicated above, the media often focuses on negativity and thus most of the articles and images of Africa, particularly in the international media, are of the bad news. In essence, the representation of Africa in the media as hopeless, desperate, corrupt, and as a place ravaged by conflict, war, terrorism and poor political leadership seems commonplace despite concerns that such portrayal is not only condescending but also derogatory or offensive. Notwithstanding recent attempts to reimagine the continent image and profile, problems still abound and examples of conflict in places like South Sudan, Libya, Central African Republic, and terrorism in Kenya, Somalia and Nigeria, autocratic leadership in DRC, Eritrea, Zimbabwe, The Gambia and others regularly make 'good' news for most media, both African and international. Consequently, ideas such as African Renaissance, African rising and Africa's century are seen as mere labels that are not reflective of current realities.
Conclusion
Since the Africa rising narrative was coined almost two decades ago, a lot has changed in the continent, and there are doubts about its veracity given recent developments and goings-on. For example, while the narrative was grounded on economic growth, technological developments, appropriation and effects, and political pluralism and democracy, recent events, particularly the rise of conflict, poverty and corruption, and the decline in transparency, accountability and democracy in many countries, there are feelings that the mantra is meaningless.
In addition, there are questions on whether media reports are reflective of realities across the continent, and whether the media's popularization of the African rising narrative was based on empirical evidence or merely on reports produced by organisations such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund that often use the media to influence and even manipulate certain discourses and opinions. Moreover, is the media capable and willing to critically or rigorously interrogate strategies and pronouncements of African leaders, public relation experts and marketers who have been part of campaigns aimed at making Africa attractive to investors.
Although there is no denying that some African countries are doing well, it is evident that the African rising cliché has somewhat become meaningless and it is time to evaluate African economies individually, on country-specific fundamentals as a way of making valid predictions and conclusions on socio-economic and political developments.
